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ABSTRACT 
This project examines the efficacy of a fluency activity designed to encourage students to ask 
questions during discussions. Data was collected from two participant groups as well as two 
control groups. The data showed that the students who participated in the question fluency 
activity consistently asked more questions during the class discussions as compared with the 
control group, and that this increased output carried over into the next week's classes, ultimately 
showing a steady increase in question output. This suggests that fluency activities focusing on 
asking questions can effectively develop students' question asking skills in small student-led 
discussions in both the short term and long term. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In order to facilitate successful student-led discussions in the ESOL classroom, the teacher 
should design activities that develop the students' discussion skills in English, as well as help 
build self-confidence and foster a sense of autonomy.  One effective way of developing students' 
discussion skills is by encouraging them to ask questions.  By asking one another questions 
during discussions, students can make the discussions more informative and meaningful.  
Showing interest by asking questions can encourage others to share their thoughts, and when 
answering questions, students can keep discussions moving without resorting to teacher 
assistance.  
 For some language learners, however, "asking questions can be one of the more 
challenging speaking exercises" (Mayo & Tegnell, 2012, p. 2.31). By allowing students to 
concentrate solely on asking questions with a minimum of intervention, students have the 
opportunity to draw upon previous formal knowledge in a fairly safe environment. In addition, 
by engaging in exercises that focus on producing student generated language that concentrates 
on a specific linguistic task, students can further develop automaticity, thus leading to a more 
robust oral fluency, as "output practice is needed to enable learners to...integrate language 
knowledge into productive use" (Bygate, 2001, p. 24). 
 For this project, we decided to test the efficacy of a fluency activity focused on helping 
students practice asking questions. It was our desire to know if this activity increased student 
questions in the context of student-led discussions. The activity itself is based in part on the 
4/3/2 fluency technique as described by Paul Nation. Nation emphasizes the importance of 
repetition, as well as the "pressure to produce language or from being 'pushed' to produce well" 
(Nation, 1989, p. 378).   In addition, Jong & Perferetti (2011) found short term positive effects in 
fluency training, and such positive effects were retained during a posttest conducted one and 
four weeks after the last training session. Similarly, for this project we attempted to find out 
whether students' question output increased in both the short and long term.   
 
METHOD 
For this project, four mid-level classes with comparable GTEC listening scores were selected –
two as the test group and two as the control group. Students in each class were paired, assigned 
the role of speaker or questioner, and given a topic. The speaker then spoke for two minutes 
while the questioner asked questions. For each question, the questioner then took a token. After 
the two minutes expired, the questioner counted the total number of tokens. Students then 
 Jonathan Tegnell and Maria Gianina Mayo 
219 
 
switched partners, but retained their original roles as to allow for repetition. In order to "push" 
production, the questioner now attempted to get more tokens (and hence ask more questions) in 
the same amount of time with the new partner. Finally, this was repeated with roles reversed.  To 
test the short-term efficacy of this activity the total number of questions asked during student-led 
discussions after implementing the activity were counted.   
 In order to assess the long-term retention of its effectiveness, the number of questions 
asked during discussions was again collected one week later, but the question-asking activity 
was not repeated. This whole process was then repeated twice, for a total of six class days.   As 
for the control group, the students were strongly encouraged to use questions during in-class 
discussions, but they did not participate in the question fluency activity described above.  
 
RESULTS 
Figures 1 and 2 show class performance in asking questions during in-class discussions. Week 4, 
Week 6 and Week 8 represent the number of questions asked during discussions immediately 
following the question fluency activity.  There was no question fluency activity on weeks 5, 7 
and 9. 
 
 Figure 1. Number of Questions Asked by Test Group During In-Class Discussions 
 
 
Figure 1 shows that the number of questions asked during in-class discussions consistently 
increased through the 6-week period.  Although the difference may not be statistically 
significant, the number of questions asked on weeks when the test groups did not do the question 
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 Figure 2. Comparison Between Numbers of Questions Asked by Test Group and Control 
 Group During In-Class Discussions 
 
Figure 2 shows that the number of questions asked by the test group was consistently higher than 
the number of questions asked by the control group, which only received verbal reminders and 
encouragement to ask as many questions as they could during the discussions.  Even on weeks 5, 
7 and 9 when there was no question fluency activity, the test group’s numbers are clearly higher 
than those of the control group. 
 
DISCUSSION 
The students' initial collective reaction was that of excitement when the activity was introduced 
because the activity was new and rather up-tempo. As expected, the first week's results were 
lower than the succeeding weeks', but once the students had familiarized themselves with the 
activity, they seemed to become more confident and comfortable about asking questions. 
Additionally, the chips/beads which functioned as tangible immediate feedback helped the 
students keep track of their performance and served to tactilely focus their efforts.   
 Individual results after changing partners varied.  Some students had fewer chips/beads 
even after changing partners and repeating the questions because the length of the speakers' 
answers varied. Although many follow-up questions were not repetitions because they were cued 
by the speakers' answers to previous questions, most of the questions were repetitions, in 
particular, function phrases in question forms which the students had been encouraged to use.  
Likewise, even if the time constraint did not change throughout repetitions, the students aimed to 
increase their target number of chips/beads for every round. 
 As reflected in Figure 2, the data collected shows that the control groups consistently 
asked fewer questions during class discussions compared to the test groups.   Both Figures 1 and 
2 likewise reflect long-term retention of the effect of the fluency activity on weeks when it was 
not implemented.  This suggests that the question fluency activity had a positive effect on the 
students' question-asking output during discussions.  Week 8, the overall focus of which was 
asking follow-up questions, showed a marked increase in question output in both the test and 
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This project tested the efficacy of an activity that focuses on asking questions, and shows that 
the exercise has both positive and long-term effects on the students' communication skills, and 
hence on their self-confidence when speaking English.  Continued verbal encouragement to ask 
questions is important, but regular, focused practice clearly results in faster and more consistent 
output than verbal encouragement alone.  Although we were able to test the efficacy of a 
question-asking fluency activity, this project is limited to the number of questions asked, most of 
which were repetitions and function phrases in the form of questions.  Looking into the quality 
of questions asked that might be reflective of the learners’ ability to formulate questions that 
both facilitate discussions and get more information will be a worthwhile follow-up project. 
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